Analysis of users and reasons for use of a physician-on-call service in an Italian local health unit.
In recent years, several countries have proposed changes to primary care organisation. Our study investigated the characteristics of 'physician-on-call' usage in a local health unit of Lombardy (ASL MI1). We analysed the incoming calls to the Operative Medical Central Station and collected the user characteristics, the call reasons and the outcomes from 1 October to 31 December 2012. Then, we randomly extracted 10% of the call sample from this period. We focused on two outputs: telephone advice (TA) and emergency department referral. We fit a logistic regression model to identify potential predictors of these outputs. In total, we evaluated 2146 calls. Women made most of the calls. Older age was associated with the referral to emergency care [adjusted odds ratio (aOR) 3.1], while paediatric calls were associated with TA (aOR 1.9). Information requests were related to TA (aOR 2.3), while cardiovascular symptoms (aOR 3.5), pain (aOR 2.6) and traumas (aOR 4.7) were linked to emergency care. Our study outlined the increasing use of TA, particularly for calls regarding paediatric patients. In contrast, calls for elderly patients were more frequently referred to emergency care. These findings led to the implementation of an age-targeted educational programme. Overall, our observations highlighted that women used the physician-on-call service more frequently than men. Furthermore, some reasons for calling were significantly associated with emergency care.